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Abstract
This essay aims to detail the mechanics, structure, history, and ideology of cannabis
from a socio-cultural perspective within the United States. However, it does contain
some content that I believe will correlate with an international perspective. My emphasis
in conducting this research is to look at the ways in which cannabis acts as a societal
communication artifact, and in doing so, how it has formed a vast and highly identifiable
culture. I believe that Cannabis acts as a communication tool both socially and
interpersonally, with both notions being equally important to the culture overall.
Cannabis has language, looks and sounds, that come along with it, and these are vital
aspects of what makes cannabis a communicative culture. With the recent societal
advances in cannabis becoming widely decriminalized and regulated, the cannabis
industry is moving from the hills to board room and consumer demographics are broad
as ever. I am interested in exploring the ways in which the social and cultural
component of cannabis was developed and how this has shifted and evolved, all while
staying relatively true to its roots.
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Food, drink, music and marijuana, what do these four things have in common?
They are socio-cultural artifacts around which human communication is centered;
consumed, shared, and enjoyed, often by groups as a part of a cultural experience.
These four artifacts have the power to overcome cultural, religious, and language
barriers and have been shared by people since the dawn of civilization. While three of
the former artifacts each have considerately integral roles and uphold a well-known
cultural status in society, the emergence of cannabis use from a taboo practice into an
accepted mainstream culture is a relatively recent phenomenon. My intention with this
paper is to discuss the socio-cultural aspect of cannabis, and how widespread
consumption and the plant itself act as a communication artifact and infiltrated the
mainstream.
It is widely known that cannabis has been consumed in one way or another for
thousands of years. Whether for social, religious, medicinal, or intoxicating purposes,
cultures across the world have a history of using the plant. This paper is not focused on
the history of cannabis, but I believe it is important to have an idea of the past in order
to understand just far it has come today. The existence of farmed cannabis, particularly
the growing of (non-psychoactive) hemp for material and practical use, dates back
10,000 years (Hardy, 2020) to the areas of the world now known as the Middle East.
The first recorded use of psychoactive cannabis can be traced to the Chinese Emperor
Shen Nung, who utilized the substance for medicinal purposes. The popularity of social
cannabis use (as an intoxicant) dates back as far as 1000 B.C. with the use of bhang in
Iran and India, and the use of hashish coming along roughly 1,800 years later in the
Muslim Middle East. While these were not the first people to use cannabis, research

has proven them to be well documented as the first people to use it in a social setting
The men would often sit in groups for hours smoking together in spaces designed
specifically for this practice, establishing what were essentially the first “smoke circles”
(Nahas, 1982). Until recently these smoke circles were a very common practice in
cannabis culture, and almost ritualistic in nature. Participants smoke together in a
circular formation and follow the cultural custom of passing the smoking apparatus to
the left for the next person to take a hit. The concept of a “sesh” or “seshing” is the
modern evolution of the smoke circle and can range in size from just two people to
thousands. Despite the change in name, the cultural emphasis on social consumption
has largely remained the same. The communal aspect of cannabis is an integral part of
what makes the culture so strong and widespread. The whole concept of sharing, or
rather “pitching in” and “piecing up”, is the backbone of any smokers group dynamic.
It was during the 1960’s and the era of flower power that the distinction of
cannabis culture really began to formulate itself. You could find these aforementioned
smoke circles, at parks, beaches and concerts in almost any city across the United
States. There was a huge shift at this time from the culture and ideas that had shaped
the previous decade, and the youth were heavily influenced by anti-establishment
ideology, music, literature and art. It was through this alternative dynamic and youthful
revolution that cannabis use found its place as the calling card of sorts for young men
and women all over the world who were drawn to be a part of this new wave. In this era
sharing a joint was akin to making a new friend, spreading a new idea and sparking an
action. It was from this era of counterculture that the culture of cannabis really began to

take on a life of its own, and in my opinion was at its largest and strongest, while still
being representative of a “subculture.”
During this time, a vast majority of cannabis that was being consumed in the
United States was imported from Mexico. Although this marijuana was widely available
and considered a staple amongst smokers, as cannabis became more and more
popular there became an understanding that it was a rather inferior product. Some
people grew their own, but it was incredibly risky and there was not much information
available on cultivation at the time. If you talk to anyone who was in their twenties during
that time, I can guarantee you that they knew someone who had a pot plant. The timing
of this in the mid to late 70’s intertwined with the decline of the counter-culture heyday
and found many of the California hippies making their way to rural Northern California,
purchasing land and beginning new lives in what is commonly known as the back to
land movement. People wanted to get out of the cities and closer to nature, become
self-sufficient and live off the land, often in communal fashion. This movement
eventually lead to the establishment of what became known as the Emerald Triangle,
composed of Trinity, Humboldt, and Mendocino Counties (Leeper, 1990). The area was
given this name because many of these back to landers took to growing cannabis on
their new-found properties in order to sustain and develop the rural communities that
they were building. In doing so, these farmers found that they were able to grow a
superior product to that of what was coming from Mexico. Although the quantities that
they were putting out was not nearly a drop in the bucket compared to the Mexicans, as
word of this potent and flavorful emerald triangle cannabis spread, the demand
exploded seemingly overnight. With the newfound demand, and the incredible influx of

money that came with it, many of these homesteaders jumped the broom and became
fulltime cannabis growers. The product was produced on a larger scale, with more
precision, and was being exported all over the country. At this time is when the Emerald
Triangle established itself as a mecca for marijuana and the idea of sungrown cali bud
was born. It was in this transition that specialized cultivation techniques and unique
strains were born, and the concept that one could be a full-time cannabis farmer, came
to light. No longer was it as simple as throwing out some seeds and watch them grow,
with financial security and opportunity at their fingertips, the motivation to take the trade
seriously was at an all time high. This change was the earmark of what set the footprint
for the cannabis industry and the culture as we know it today. With the exportation of
California cannabis, it was not only the flower crossing state lines, but the culture itself
setting its sights on the rest of the country.
While this was the state of cannabis culture at the time in Northern California, the
relationship with cannabis or the rest of the country coming out of the of the 60’s was
not as well-received. It was during this time that the hippie archetype started to phase
out, making way for what came to be known as the classic stoner stereotype and
culture. While there certainly were still half-naked hippies smoking joints and dancing in
the parks, the next wave of cannabis consumers did not conform to that identity and
stereotype. As the use of cannabis spread into middle america and the war on drugs
began to take place, cannabis culture began to take on an edgier existence, different
from the free love and peace of the counterculture the days. Cannabis in mainstream
America connected itself to the surf, skate, rock, art and generally alternative spaces.
Consumers were often labeled as burnouts, dopers, lazy stoners, and other demeaning

language. It seemed that a divide was being drawn between those who smoked and
those who did not. This is when the subculture of cannabis users really started to take
shape, with the development of certain styles, music, language, and a general way of
being that one could point out in every city across the U.S. and say that those are the
“pot smokers” (Hecht, N.D.)
This brings me to the univeral connection that cannabis users generally share
and the whole idea of what exactly cannabis is as a culture. I believe that there is an
incredible social aspect to cannabis, and that is what has led to the thriving culture.
Since its inception, people have loved to share cannabis with one another. Typically,
when individuals share common interest, trademarks or symbolism of that interest are
developed. In similarity to the cultures of punk rock or hip-hop, you can and always
have been able to point of those who some weed. Cannabis culture is identifiable and
that in my opinion is what lends to its dominance as a culture. Today it has certainly
come a long way from the stereotypical descriptors that I have previously mentioned
and that you would still often see depicted in film and television. Despite the change in
appearance, those aspects of the culture and the principles they represented and stood
for are still largely at the foundation of cannabis culture. The lingo remains, the
communal aspect is still heavily regarded (Johnson Et. al, 2006). The camaraderie of
finding out someone else smokes, whether a family member, or stranger on vacation
will always give someone an instant connection that isn’t shared by many other aspects
of life. There are not many things that can comfortably bring two strangers together as
the act of smoking a joint or sharing a bowl. People certianly will bond over drinks at the
bar, but that tends to be a sought after aspet of drinking, meaning people go out

drinking in order to socialize. With cannabis it is more of an unspoken connection, a
more organic bond if you will. People may both be in the park or at a concert or even
just walking down the street and you get the nod from someone or the classic
statement, “that smells good.” Next thing you know yure sharing a moment with
someone.
What makes cannabis a culture is not any different than the aspects you would
use to define a culture of any sorts. Having its own language, style, icons, destinations,
cuisine, etc. While this paper has been focused on the United States there are people
all over the world who relate and partake in the culture in typically similar fashion. If
someone who was not of the culture were to sit in on a group of smokes they would be
inundated with terminology and jargon that would sound nonsensical outside of the
context, like a second language to those in the know. Today with all the developments
in application of cannabis consumption, cultivation, use and application the underground
or subculture aspect of cannabis seems to be dying out a bit. This may be an
unfortunate reality but as the cannabis has gone mainstream, those who have been
around and helped propel it into the light still generally uphold the values that they
maintained coming up. Cannabis as a culture has taken on many identities throughout
the years and I honestly feel that it is reaching a culmination point in terms of just how
far it can go, and how popular it will remain. I say this because like with any culture or
phenomenon that becomes mainstream, it runs the risk of burning out. I do not believe
that people are going to stop smoking pot, however I do believe that it is beginning to
lose its appeal. Cannabis has become so commonplace and accessible these days, the
clandestine nature of it being a relatively secretive and risky behavior has mostly

passed. Historically cannabis was the backdrop of music festivals, now there are
cannabis festivals that feature music. That alone should put into perspective just how
popular this culture has become. I do not believe that we will see as many people
coming up in the next generation being attracted to smoking and cannabis culture as
there was when I was coming up. For me, it was a coming of age or rite of passage to
smoke for the first time. Getting the money, finding a dealer (or someone who could
swipe from their parents), learning to roll, and finding a place to smoke in peace was all
part of the experience. I wanted people to know that I smoked weed in hopes that it
would boost my cool points. I can still remember the first Thanksgiving when my cousin
and I both realized we smoked. Sneaking off on a “walk” before that dinner created a
strength in our relationship that still remains today. Going through these motions are a
large part of what attaches someone to the culture and how it became developed. Now
that bud can be ordered as easy as a pizza, and people can smoke on the street in
most places without repercussions, the experience has lot a bit of its allure. However,
with more cannabis being smoked than ever before, it does not look like the culture as
whole is going to die out anytime soon, but it wiill simply not ever be what it once was.
That wink and nod from a stranger is still going to always be there, letting you know that
they are down with the movement.
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